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Why Women’s Leadership is Necessary to Deliver the SDGs
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Accountability Working Group*

This year marks the third year of the COVID-19 pandemic. Its negative impacts, including economic
distress coupled with and intensified by the Ukraine crisis and increased food insecurity, are imperilling
achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The 2022 High-Level Political Forum on
Sustainable Development (HLPF), running from 5—15 July, is an opportunity to take stock of progress in
the midst of these challenges and to highlight the current and potential roles of women in getting the
world back on track with just eight years to go.

Two of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to be reviewed in-depth at the HLPF, SDG 5 (‘gender
equality and women’s and girls’ empowerment’) and SDG 17 (‘partnerships’), place women in the
spotlight — the first due to its direct focus on gender parity, and the second because women play
instrumental roles in the partnerships delivering on the 2030 Agenda. A key question is how well we are
doing in reaching these two goals and in improving women’s leadership at local, national, regional and
global levels.

The value of women’s leadership can be seen in characteristics associated with their leadership style,
including cooperation, collaboration, and inclusivity, all of which are needed to better advance the
SDGs. Studies have shown that awareness, knowledge, attitudes and support of gender equity are
enhanced? — an overarching objective at the heart of much of the 2030 Agenda — when more women are
in leadership positions. Studies have also shown that greater political participation of women results in
increased investments in social protection, health, and education policies and programs.® However,
women are starkly under-represented at all levels of decision making, indicating that action is long
overdue to tip the scales.

Much more should be done to improve women’s political participation:

e Just 10 of the 193 United Nations member states have a woman head of state, and 13 have a
woman head of government.*

e Only around 26% of parliamentarians around the world are women, ranging across countries
from a low of 0% to a high of 61%.°

e Data from 133 countries shows that women constitute about one third (36%) of elected
members in local deliberative bodies such as councils or assemblies.®

Gender equality in the workforce is also crucial to economic growth and sustainable development.
Yet, globally women continue to earn, on average, 20% less than men; represent only about 28% of
managers across sectors; face numerous hurdles to entering and advancing in the workplace; and
overwhelmingly shoulder unpaid work such as caretaking and household duties.” In the health care
sector, women represent around 71% of the global workforce, but only about 26% of leadership
positions.®® According to a study by Global Health 50/50, women from low-and middle-income countries
make up 42% of the global population but hold only 9% of board seats where global health decisions are
being made.® These figures call for further shifting of power and influence in global health away from
historically dominating wealthier countries as well as increasing women’s leadership in global health
decision making.


https://hlpf.un.org/
https://hlpf.un.org/

During the COVID-19 pandemic, women have suffered disproportionate job and income losses, while
also representing a larger percentage of workers on the front lines of response efforts. In September
2021, for example, women were more likely than men to report loss of employment (26% compared to
20.4%).11

Another issue central to the achievement of gender equality is the realization of women’s sexual and
reproductive health and rights (SRHR). Policies protecting these rights are under threat in places
ranging from the United States, with the overturning of Roe v. Wade, to Afghanistan, where young
women’s and girls’ access to education is being curtailed. Such developments have potentially dire
consequences for this and future generations.

All this evidence makes clear that there is a lot of ground to make up. Today’s vast gender disparities in
leadership and the workforce will not be overcome quickly or easily, given the complexity of issues such
as recruitment, training, and resistance from entrenched interests. Preventing reversals in SRHR will also
require concerted efforts and sensitivity to context-specific issues. All stakeholders involved in
delivering the 2030 Agenda have roles to play to bolster and improve women’s leadership
opportunities and influence, including for adolescent girls and young women to develop the leaders of
the future. For example:

e Governments and parliamentarians can proactively endorse and boost women’s representation
in executive and legislative bodies, making a point to ensure they have real power as well as
numbers. Most of the countries that have achieved or surpassed 40% representation of women
in parliament, for example, have introduced legislated gender quotas — either candidate quotas
or reserved seats.

e Governments should ensure that workplace policies across all sectors are gender responsive.
During the pandemic, for example, women fared better in countries that took measures to
protect jobs and permit flexible work arrangements. Strategies to eliminate gender bias in the
workforce and to promote diversity and inclusivity such as parental leave benefits should also be
implemented so that women are able to advance in their careers.

e Civil society at all levels, from grassroots to global, can advocate more strongly and in more
focused, targeted ways for improving women’s opportunities to become leaders — while also
setting and meeting their own high standards. Civil society members should also continue to
play a key role in championing SRHR to ensure these rights are upheld.

e Multilateral organizations can ensure that women’s voices and guidance influence existing
activities and partnerships, while also supporting the creation of new ones led by women. Many
multilateral organizations are undergoing reform processes to improve inclusivity and gender
balance, and these efforts should continue.

e All actors, including governments, civil society, multilateral organizations, donors and health
care professional associations, should support adolescent girls and young women to become
leaders; create opportunities for adolescent girls and young women to be involved in designing
programs and policies impacting their life opportunities; and invest in youth-led accountability
processes.

Interwoven throughout the SDGs is the principle of equality. The prominence of gender equality in the
2030 Agenda is due in part to the strong correlation between it and greater peace and prosperity.



Hence, addressing the glaring gender imbalances in the political sphere and improving women'’s
employment trajectories will not only benefit individual women and their families, but whole societies
and, ultimately, the world. The HLPF represents an opportunity to discuss strategies for lifting women
up and helping them reach their potential, including through increasing their meaningful engagement in
the partnerships mobilized to achieve the SDGs.
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